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Abstract
In 1640 Diego de Saavedra y Fajardo, one of the most influential seventeenth-century Spanish writers, made a
remarkably explicit reference to the effect that images of kings had upon their subjects as he recalled his own
experience of viewing a royal portrait by Velazquez. In it Philip IV appeared "full of grace, august in his
countenance ... [and] I was overcome with such respect, [that] I !melt down and lowered my eyes." The
importance of the king's representation within a monarchy like Spain's, composed of a number of territories
where the king was an "absent" ruler, is also evident in royal ceremonies celebrated in kingdoms distant from
the monarchy's political center. In 1621, for example, the elites of the viceroyalty of Peru took oaths of loyalty
to the new monarch, Philip IV, in a ceremony replete with symbols of obedience, loyalty, and adoration for the
king. In the absence of the monarch himself, a portrait of Philip, framed in gold and "seated" on a throne,
beneath a canopy, presided over the ceremony.
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The Politics of Representation 
In 1640 Diego de Saavedra y Fajardo, one of the most influential seven­
teenth-century Spanish writers, made a remarkably explicit reference to 
the effect that images of kings had upon their subjects as he recalled his 
own experience of viewing a royal portrait by Velazquez. In it Philip IV 
appeared "full of grace, august in his countenance ... [and] I was over­
come with such respect, [that] I !melt down and lowered my eyes." 1 The 
importance of the king's representation within a monarchy like Spain's, 
composed of a number of territories where the king was an "absent" ruler, 
is also evident in royal ceremonies celebrated in kingdoms distant from 
the monarchy's political center. In 1621, for example, the elites of the 
viceroyalty of Peru took oaths of loyalty to the new monarch, Philip IV, in 
a ceremony replete with symbols of obedience, loyalty, and adoration for 
�he king. In the absence of the monarch himself, a portrait of Philip, 
framed in gold and "seated" on a throne ,beneath a canopy, presided over 
the ceremony. 2 
In this essay I do not seek to evaluate whether Saavedra y Fajardo and 
the Lima elites believed that the image of the king was the king or whether 
in the presence of the king or his image they truly experienced the inten­
sity of feeling that their ac�ounts suggest. Certainly, in Spain, as in the rest 
of early modern Europe, royal images were perceived as something more 
than simple representations of the monarch. Within Catholic tradition, an 
image of the king not only represented the king but "was" the king, just as 
the Holy Sacrament "was" the body of Christ rather than its representa­
tion. 3 The reactions of Saavedra y Fajardo and his contemporaries in Lima 
demonstrated that in the seventeenth-century Spanish empire the images 
of monarchs, like other images perceived as sacred, were imbued with a 


















